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ABSTBACT 

This docusent is an outline for a three*«eek unit of 
study focusing on religious syncretism in Hezico as part of a 
coaaunity college course in c6aparatiTe religions or philosophy of 
religion. While this outline is intended to give inforaation and 
direction to the instructor wishing to use Hezico as an ezaaple of 
religious syncretisa, unit goals and objectives for students are 
included. The unit is intended to consist priaarily of lectures 
suppleaented by sets of 35aa slides specially prepared for the unit. 
An annotated bibliography is attached. (JDS) 
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UCIA FRQTECT MEXICO 1976 



David JBhea— InBtructor in Religion and Philosophy, Bakers fielA College 



Introduction 

Participation in Project Mexico, 1976, throygb the awpices of the 
UCIA Latin American Studies Center has had the twin effects for m of 
(1) acquiring for the first tine academic and syeteoatie knoiriedge about 
Mexico and (2) develx>plng an awareness and eiqpathy of the cultural history 
and conteoporary e3q;>erience of the Meso-Ameiiean people. 

I find myself escpressing to people who ask about my experience there 
that I discovered" Mexico in the sense not only of it beise qy first visit 
in that country, but really my first acquaintance as well. Not having 
studied the language, not taken any fomal course vork in Latin America on 
any subject, not renenbering any particular book I ol^t have read on 
Mexico, not knowing even the basi: traveler's informsition on what sort of 
clothes to pack or what the official exchai«e rate was, I was more mive about 
Mexico than the vojager Coluai)us nas in sailiz« to find "the Indies." If I 
could say what the most effective single teatihing technique H, it would be 
to take the student to the place being studied to see for hinmelf what it is 
like. That is an oppoxiiunity logistically lagpossible in most instances, but 
I feel I was afforded that privilege of lanedlate study of a subject ntter 
on Project Mexico. The consequence of this opportiinity has been the feelii^ 
that I have learned so much, and learned it much lietter by virtue of being 
there. The task is to transmit this learning with its quality of ianediacy 
to students, who will lack the opportunity of being in Mexico. To this end 
I have designed the following three-week unit of study. 



Course Title: Cooogparative Religions 
Western Religion 
Philosophy of Religlcm 

Unit Title: Rellgiotm Syncretism in Mexico 



Batimaale 

My fuU-time course load at Bakersfield College is in the Instructijn 
of the religions of the world. Religious syncretism is one of the funaamental 
concepts discussed and illustrated in coaparative religioxKi and philosophy 
of religion courses. Third-world countries, Mexico beii« an example, have 
partlculftrly dynamic and pervasive religious behaviors. Mexico has two viable 
rellglxnis traditions— the Indian paganism and the Spanish Catholicism. These, 
two have becmne increasingly syncretized in the years followi^ the initial 
conquest. In the past, I have used various examples to illustrate the concept 
of religious syncretism, e.g., Tibetan Buddhism, SiUiism, but none comij« from 
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Western Religion history. It seem obvious that syncretisoi ocetrring in 
Mexico is an exaople taking place much closer to us with the chance that the 
context will be better xinderstood. And coniblning together C«:thollcism as 
representative of the religious expression of native-iAiiiBricaw or non« 
European AflMrica^ seeos an eoocitiog dliasnsion offeriog dranatic illustrative^ 
material to use in the classroom. This unit is intended to give Infomatlon 
and direction to the instructor wishinK to usi Mexico as the ejcample of 
religious syncretism. 

The value of this particular unit of study seems to me to lie in the 
organizing' or syBtemizix^ of the material on the subject of religious syncretism. 
The instructor vill note that there are thx^e major s\A)Jects treated in the 
outline: Fre-^ispanlc Indian Religions 

Spanish Catholicism 

Syncretism 

Furthemore, under "Syncretism" there are six exeinples used to illustrate the 
subject: The Guadalupe Virgin 

The Popol Vvb 

The Cult of the Dead 

the "Bloody ChrlBt" 

Catholic Saints from Indian Oodr 

Religious Healing 

This structure for the outline seems to hang together logically^ plus it 
affords a scheme to provide a variety of illustrative material. In preparing 
this \init, and especially the outline, I am s\iggestiz« appropriate illxistrative 
material Which is obtainable by the individual instructor for the most part. 
The photographic slides that I will be using can be obtaliMMl through the 
latin American Studies Center at UCLA cr >r die directly for nisasHy the cost 
of duplicating. Good luck as you nake us* ' this Unit Outline. 



RELIGIOUS STMCRBflSM IH MBXICO 
Unit Goals and- Objectives 

As a consequence of this Unit of Study^ the student will • • • 

(1) Become acquainted v ith the concept of "religious syncretism" and its 
historic function in the religious life of the Mexican people. 

(2) Be exposed to lecture and visual naterlal regarding archaeological 
sites pertaining to Pre^ispanic Indian religion* 

(3) Be exposed to lecture and visual naterlal regarding the Spanish Conquest 
of Mexico and the results of this. 

(U) Be exposed to lecture and visual naterlal regarding conteiqporary e3aiinplcs 
of the syncretism between Indian pap^nism and Spanish Catholicism. 
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(5) Be MBlgned to read hand-outs of the artlclei . . . 

Religious Syncretism" 
"Sickaees and SocJaI Rel&tlona'* 
"Religion In Pre-fliapanic Central Mexico" 

(6) Be eacpected to pass an examination on the above. 



Means of Achieving Objectives 

As evidenced by the above ob;)ective8, the instructor's irimry duty 
vill be to present narrative information to the students on the subjects in 
the outline. The format is intended to be lecttnre vith the additioml help 
of visual materials. The course in Western Religion that is toeing taught 
at Bakersfield College is presently structxired this way. 

Of course, it is intended that the student will acquire inftomtion 
and understanding of the subjects covered. These particular subjects have 
been chosen not only because they present ccnqareheneively the concept of 
religious syncretism hvt also because they include subjects which students 
in the past have expressed interest in learning somethix« about. The 
imnedlAcy afforded by the proximity of the country of Mexico plia, in our 
locai.e, a significant nuniwr of Chicano students (ll*)t at Bakersfidd College, 
for instance) also hel^Sitens the natural interest and curiosity of this 
subject. 

The acquiring of InfornBtion and understanding can be verified by a 
variety of testing procedures. TypicaUy, this instructor uses ahort-aaswer 
essay questions, exanxples of which mi^t be . . . 

"Sxplain how the Vixgin of Gmdalupe serves as an example of 
religious syncretism." 

"Contrast the curandero and the brujo and explain the -function of each." 
*rrace the historical development of the Quetzacoati Myth." 



Three Week Unit; RBJGIOUS SOTCHBTISM DT MggCO 
Unit Outline 

Lecture I— Pre-Hlspanic Indian Religions 

A. The Olmec and Ma^ Religions (see Biographical Reference #13) 

B. The Earliest Mythologies (see BR #15) 

C. The Earliest Worship Centers (see BR #9)-f 

Lecture II-Pre-Hispanlc Indian Religions 

The Toltec and Aztec Religions (see BR #12) 
The worship Centers of the Toltecs and Aztecs (see BR #9)++ 
■Th®"^ Common in the Indian Religions of Meso^merlca (see BR Article jjfe) 
Themes Common Between Meso^raerlcan and North A-ierican Indian Religions 

(see BR #10) 
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A. 
B. 
C. 
D. 




E. The Quetzacoatl Myth and Its Development (sec BR if3) 

Lecture III -Spanish Catholicism 

A. The Spanish Inquisition and Spanish Aggxandizement 
B« Heman Cortez-«The First Conquistador 
C. The Years of Conquest (see BR #6) 

Lecture IV— Spaniah Catholicism 

A. The Years of Colonization--The Hacienda and the Church (see BR #17)-hh> 

B. The Mexican Revolution's laoipact on the Catholic Churbh 

Lecture V— Religious Syncretism 

A. Syncretism— the Theory (see BR #5, Article #3) 

1) Syncretism as the inqposition of beliefis on the indigenous people 
by the conquering people^ but adapted toTndlgenous people, i.e., 
the conquerors* response. 

2) Syncretism a& the adaptation of the Indigenous people^ to the 
mentality of their conquerors, i.e., the indigenous peoples* 
response. 

Lecture VI— Religioxs Syncretism 

A. Examples of Syncretism 

1) The Virgin of GiM^dalvpe (see BR #2, #5)+++^- 

2) The Popol Vuh (see BR #8) 
Lecture VII— Religious Syncretism 

A. Examples of Synciretism-*- m m 

1) The Cult of the Dead (see BR §lh) 

2) The ••Bloody Christ" (see BR #17) 

3) Catholic Saints from Indian Gods (see BR #20, #U) 
Lecture VIII— Religious Syncretism 

A. Religious Healing (see BR Articles #1, #U) 

1) The Curandero t n m 1 

2) The Brujo, ijiterxreted by Carlos Casteneda 

B. Indigenlsmo Today n Mexico 



Lecture IX— Q\ilz on the Unit: Religloua SyncretiBm in Mexico 



Inatructor Note ; 

Seveoral pacloBLges of 3?nm Kodak slides are developed to be used with 
the above outline. These are on file at the UClk Latin AoMrican Studies 
Center and will be diq^aicated on request at iwtruetor expense. Bach of 
the six packBiges is described beloir. 

^lide package of archaeological sites Monte Alban and Mitla, 

-HSlide paclsage of archaeological sites Tula and Teotikuacan, 

-HHSlide package featur^iig several Spanish Haciendas in the vicinity 
of Cuernavaca and Spanish Cathedrals in Cuemavaca^ Taxco^ 
Chaloasy and Oaxaca, 

•H-+4Slide package of the Shrine of Guadalupe in Mexico City, 

■H-H-4Soiae few slides of exanplos of the '"Bloody Christ" and the Cult 
of the Dead 

H> ! H S ome few slides of a variety of herb narkets in Mexico. 
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!• American Automobile AesociAtion^ Mexico and Central Mexico^ 1976, 
AAA Publishers, Virginia, 197!$. 

A shorter guide book than the Fodor voluoe, but providing mutih of 
the saM background on places both pre-Colombian and Spanish* This 
guidebook is obtainable firom any off ice of the Southern Calif omia 
Automdbile Cl\i>, thoui^ not sold comercjally* 

2. Behrens, Helen, The Virgin Ifary of Guadalupe> Editorial Prdgritto, 
Mexico City, 196^, and C, J> Wahlig, Juan Diego> Editorial Progreso» 
Mexico City, 1973. 

Both of these short books, obtaimble at the Guadalxqtt Shrine in 
Mexico City, are devotional in content. They provide provocative 
gliopses into the story of the origin and development of th#^Ouadalupe 
Virgin* One reads them with the understanding that botti are vritten 
to promote devotion to the Virgin, and they are not acacleaiC' in tone* 
Still, they axe valuable as sources for the story of Mexito^s most 
important shrine. 

3. Bemal, Ignacio, Mexico Before Cortez, Anchor Books, Doubleday, Neir York, 197^, 

This is a short book that reads easily but ^ich gives iogportant 
description of the cultures that produces the ancient great Meso-American 
civilizations. Especially valuable for the theme of syncsretism is the 
extended treatment given to C^uetzacoatl. 

k. Bemal, Ignacio, The Mexican national Museum of Anthropology^ Thames 
and Hudson, London, 1970* 

Obviously, there are oany displays in the Museum devoted to the- 
religious life of the many Indian cultures in Mexico* This book 
describes these and presents a narrative with photographs oalCing them 
useful as illustrative material of pre-Colomblan religion. 

Brenner, Anita, Idols B^ind Altars^ Beacon Press, Boston, 1970. 

A series of essays, often poetically written, and especially helpful 
in Betrt Tuo for the study of religious syncretism* For exBtnqple, the 
essay, "The Bark Madonna, " describes the clash between the Indian 
religions and Spanish Catholicism, with the development of the Virgin 
of Guadalx^e. 

6, Diaz, Bemal, The Conquest of New Spain» Penguin Books, England, 1963. 

A must-*read basic reference that describes the earliest years of 
conquest coorposed by the disrist Diaz \itio accompanied Cortez, It is 
diff icxilt to find specific references which exemplify syncretism, but the 
book is necessasry as geneoral background of that time* 
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?• Fodor, Eugene, and RoberWC. Pisher, eds.> Mexico, 1976, David VcWy 
CoBipany, Inc., Neir York, i976. 

Thotigh a popular guidebook, this infomation becomes extremely 
valmble ^en seeking background on archaeological sites, locations, 
history, artifticts, etc., and is a necessary adjunct to ^ihat some guide 
on an escorted tour miglit explain to the researcher. It }js useful, too, 
as the teabher xxrepaxes a slide program on a variety of subjects. 

8. Ooetz, Delia and Sylvanus G. Morley, The Popol Vuh, University of 
Oklahoma Press, Noman, Oklahoma, ISf^O. 

This book comes closest to being the bible of tKe Meso-^merican 
Indian, containing the mythology, traditions, and history of a Ma^n 
people. It is only because the rest of the original religious literatxxre 
has been lost or destroyed, that ve must now depend on this as an 
exalted example and a i^ich source for understandix^ the spiritual life 
of a people. 

9. Helfiritz, Hans, Mexican Cities of the Gods^ Frederick A. Praeger, 
Nev York, 1968. 

A book that deals strictly with the temple ruins and other archaeo- 
logical sites in Meso-Amerlca. Sach major site is explored in turn as 
to architecture, function, and religious expression takixig place there. 
There are many helpful photographs and the book becomes a valuable 
adjunct for those 1A10 have had the good fortune to visit these sites in 
person* 

10. Krickeberg, Walter, et al, Pre^Coloafcian American Religions > Holt, 
Rindiart and Winston, New York, 1968. 

The only book I have found which treats »feso-American, North 
American, and Sotith American Indians together under the aegis of 
religion. This alone provides an opportunity to explore themes common 
to all. The shortcoming of the book is that each of these is treated 
as a different section and written by a different author, so the reader *s 
task is to ferret out the comaon themes on his/her oun. 

11. Leonard, Jonathan Norton arid editors of Time-Life Books, Ancient American ; 
Great Ages of Man Series, Time-Life Books, Tine-Life Books, Time 
Incorporated, New York, 19^2, 

The format of photograihs and diagrams make this book exciting to 
thxudt) througji and the naxratlve is as fascinating as a novel. For one 
vho needs an introduction to the early history of Mexico before the 
Conquest, vfao nants to gain a ffeimiliarity with those great civilizations— 
the ^fc)a, Olmec, and krtet^^-^o would like to fascinate the student with 
the mystery and majesty of Mexico, this book does all that in an intensely 
dramatic fh^shlon. I recommend this as a first book of general history 
of Mexico. 
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12. Leon-Port LiJa, Miguel, Aztec Thought and Culture^ University of Oklahona 
Press, Noraan, OklahonB, 

Provided in this book is a corapr^ensive but analytic presentation 
of the religious philosophy of the culture of the Nahuas (or Aztecs )• 
The book serves to dispell the conoon opinion of the Aztecs as a mano- 
int>tivn.ted culture«*-it is indeed inuch more conqplex than this. 

13. Luckert, Karl W., Olmec Religion^ University of Oklahona Press, 
Noman, Oklahona, 1976. 

This is a detailed, scholarly discussion of the meaning of the 
archaeological discoveries of Olmec civilization. It is important for 
tracing the use and deveLopment of six^h pervasive syidbols in Meso- 
Ameorican religion as the rain-god, the jaguar, and the serpent. 

lU. Mcctezuma, Kduardo Matos, Mlccaihuitl: Kl Culto de Mnerte^ Artes de 
Mexico, No. lU^, Mexico, 1971. 

This book, actually in a graphic magazine format, presents a 
disctission of the Mexican Cult of the Dead« It is presented in the 
three languages of Spanish, English and French. As the Cxilt of the 
Dead is an examQple of iCndian paganism in Christian dress > this becomes 
a useful example of syncretism* 

15. Nicholson, Irene, Mcaicpn and Central American Mythology^ Paul Hamlyn, 
London, 1967. 

This is the basic reference for a comprehensive yet detailed 
presentation of pre-^Ioloinbian religion. The book is replete with 
photographs and charts, and the narrative reads easily and interestingly. 
I would say that this book would be the first to read in preparing the 
imit on religious syncretism for classroom presentation. 

16. Parkes, Henry Brumford, A History of Mexico, Houghton Mifflin Company 
Sentry Edition, Boston, 1S*59I 

A straight-forward, detailed narrative of the history with an 
excellent, but too short chapter on the Catholic Church in Mexico^ 
describing how paganism survived within the context of Christianity. 

17. Paz, Octavlo, The Labyrinth of Solitude. 

This famous stxidy of the Mexican peychological experience is 
especially helpful in developing classroom material on Mexican, paganism, 
for exanqple, the Day of the Dead, the fkscinatlon with the bloody 
Christ, the use of masks, fiestas. Paz presents his own insight on 
syncretism in the chapter *^e Conquest and Colonialism. 
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18, Paz, OctaviOy TuC Other Mexico: Critique of the Pyramid, Grove Press , 
Inc., Heir Yoric, 1972, 

Paz probes into the psyche of the Mexican people to find those 
elements of pre-ColoiA>lan Mexico Which penist despite the Conquest, 
exeqplified by the pyxamia synbol and manifested in the act of student 
revolution in October of 1968. 

19, Smith, Bradley, Mexico; A History in Art , Doubleday, WindfkU, 
New York, 1968. 

A large fomat book vitli an abundance of color photographs depicting 
all phases of Mexican art from teiople rulos and ancient pottery figures 
to the mdern moralists and graphic artists. Much of the art has 
religious motifb. xt la accoiqpanied by infbmative explanations, 

20, Tonesamet, Kbjin, The Popular Arts of Mexico, Weatheorhill, New York, 197'4-, 

A large formstt book taking Mexico region by region and displaying 
regional art in a wealth of color photogra|iis« Many kinds of folk art 
in Mexico are used for religious purposes and this book both displays 
and .describes the function of the objects. 
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1, Adams, Richard N,, and Arth\^ J, Rubel, "^Sickness and Social Relations,'' 
No. 17^ Handbook of MA ^ Ile'^^ ?wican Indians, Volume 6, Wauchope, Ettiolm, 
and Bemal, eds. 

This article traat*^ the subjects of medical treatment xzsiog herbal 
cures, psychological Ikctors, and the curandoro. The engpkaslB thoue^ i^ 
on the social fkctors and the authors spend time exptlorlng the fVmctlon 
of religion in the cure of illness, 

2« Edmonson, Munro S«, '^Rarrative Folklore," Handbook of MiddleWlmeriean 
Indians > Volume 6, Wauchope, Ettiolm, and Bemal, eds. 

The article contains a discussion of the Popol Vuh% the Feathered 
Serpent, and the Guadalupe Virgin, The author analyses how the folk-tales 
are transformed and lAat social fkcton affect this, especially 
emphasising the Spanish influence, 

3. Ifedsen, William, Religious Syncretism,'* No. 19^ Handbook of Middle^marican 
Indians ^ Volume 6, Wiauchope, Ettolm, and Bemal, eds. 

This is the single best source of material on the tkeme of this unit: 
of study— religious syncretism. The article serves as a seed-bed of ideas 
that can then be explored in a nunber of other pUblica-hions (many oentionedl 
In this bibllogra]^7). The author mentions many ewniples of syncretissi 
^ich can be used for illustration in leetuire. I suggest reading this 
at the outset of preparing to treat the subject of syncretism. 
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MendAlBoay E» Michael, "Rltml and Mythology,'' Handbook of Middle-AiaBrlcao 
Indiana, Volune 6, Waui^opa, Bkbolm, and Bcomal, eda. 

A good article on syncretiBm, diacuealng the honajo, ttie stianan, tha 
function of the nagual, and certain pagan^i-Chrlatian f ioetaa. The 
intereating point ia made that in the realm of ethics the CathollclBa 
of the Spanish and the paganlBm of the Indians differs the most, 

Ni^olson, Henry "RtiLlgion in Pre-Hispanic Central Mexico," Ho. 16, 
Handbook of Mludle^Anerlcan Indians t Volume 10, 1Mtuch<>pe, BttiolJii, 
and Betmal, eds. 

In this article, the author traces the historical developiDsnt of a. 
n\iober of religious tfaeoes, including mythologies of the irorld's creation 
and cosmology, and he presents the deities that relate to a variety of 
civ^ JLzations. The instructor at the coomunlty college level could 
distill this rather complicated treatment in order to derive simplified 
information regetrding the thenm. 
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